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CHAPTER XXVI. The Seats of the Mighty

HE account of Olga's atrocious performance
did not reach John Markhum for some
weeks, With the exception of the people
wha came to the stwdio anid the few men
he met at the club where he dined, he
gaw little of society, and troubled him-
gelf less with its affairs, He had given
up hope of Hermia, and though her vision
persisted it was not of the modish, self-contained c¢reature
who hail received him so coolly that he thotwht. This
was not the Hermia he had loved,  That other girl, the
jovous companion of s summer idy], waus no more —at
times it seemed that she had never been.

He was writing to one of his sitters one afternoon
when the knocker clanged and a man in livery entered
bearing a note,  He opened it and reacl:

Ay DEag Mg, Margias.—I must see you at once on a
matter of importance.  Can you come up this afternoon for
a dish of ten? 1'm sending my car for you in the hope that
your engagements will not forbnd. If anvthing prevents
today, won't you lunch with me tomorrow at two?

Very sincerely yours,  Saran HamyoN.

Markham frowned. There was no getting out of it,
it seemed,

[ found her at the tea table, & stout but puissant
fiptire in manve and black.  In the studio she had
not bothered him.  She had been merely an amiable
millicgaire, in pearls and black satin. Here in the ma-
jostic drawing room, with her small court gathered
about her, she dominated him,  He hesitated a second
at the door before going forward; but when she saw
him she rose at once and exeused herself to her guests,
After their departure she motioned him to o chair be-
side her and entered without delay upon her subject.
Her manner was kindly, if restrined, aml he saw at
once that the matter was of a personal nature,

“1 suppose, Mr. Markham, you think 1t rather curous
that 1 should have sent for you in such haste; but I
shoulidn't have done so had I not theught it necessary.
You understand that, don’t yous”

Markhar murmured something, and waited for her
to o o3,

“I1 seems a little difficnlt to beping for there are some
metters that are not easy even with o friend.”

“I am ure, af there ts anvthing in which I can help

re 15, Mr. Markham, [ should not have dared
to speak to you if 1 hadn't, untfortunitely, found mysclt
brought into an affair n which your name has been
mentioned,”

“My nume?”

“Yee, Yours and Miss Challoner's.”

wohed, and was immediately eonscious that her
v wore watching him keenly, *Wh-what Luve
you heard, Mrs. Hammaond?™ he blurted out,

“Oipe moment, M. Markham, 1 don’t want you to
think that 1 am the kind of woman who seeks to pry
into the affairs of other people.  Tdon't. Tabomiate
medillers, and will huve nothing to say, even if afrer 1
tell vou whiat my muetive your refuse to ansiwer my
quustions,  But 4 great we has been done, an -
vantage taken of my hospitality. | epeak of the
theatricals that took place at my house in the country

Last momth,”

He ared at her lr]..r'.ki'-'.

“1 forpot,” she went o hat a hermit you are, i
course you have not She leaned over the tea
Libile anid took a ship of paper from under & tea dish. *1
shall let vou reid this, so that yon may know in just
what terms New York is speaking of vou—of me—of us.”

She hamded him the chpping. 1t was from a weekly
paper, which eoncerned itself with the dings of sovtety,

andd she smiled.

anid he read, his eves glowing
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“It was, Mr. Markham,” she said simply. “Read it
throngh to the end, please.”

He diit s0, his horror increasing as the full significance
of the description grew upon him, Hermia had seen,
had read, this! They were talking about her and about
him! He could not understand.

“You seid that Miss—Miss Challoner's name had
been mentioned—and mine,” he said slowly. “There
is nn name mentioned here. The identity of the
peaple—"

“Your names have been mentioned, Mr. Markham,
in my presence. The story back of this vile clipping 15
on the lips of every gossip in town.  Where it originated
Heaven only knows; but facts are given, and dates,
which miake it ugly in the extreme. [ thought it hest
that you should know, and sent for you to assure you
that I had no knowledge about the play and its possible
reference to anyone,”

“The play,” he asked quictly, “was written by
Madame Tcherny?”

She nodded, her eves regarding him soberly,  “What
shall I do, Mr. Markham? If there is some basis of truth
in the reports I hear, Fhave been grossly imposed apon,
and whatever the facts they have done a great wrong
hoth to you and Hermin, Unfortunitely she has left
New York, and 1 don't know where to find her.  She
left town, | am informed, the day after the play was
given. | wish she hudn't, It makes things awkwird
for me. T have the best intentions in the world: but if
she ties my hands by silence what can | do?”

Markham had risen and was pacing the floor slowly,
his head bent, all his thoughts of Hermia, Olga's
cruelty stunned him. She had promised not o 5 wik.
Had she spoken other than in this ingenious drima? Or
was it De Folligny? His fists clenched and his juows
worked forward,  De Follyny—a man! Here wis somes
thing tangthle —d man, not & woman, to deal with! He
turned and stood beside the tea tabile, straggling for the
control of s vowee.

“WWho has told this story, Mrs, Hammond ™ he asked
at last,

She shrugged her capuacions shoulders and settled her
head forward in his direction.  “Frankly, | den’t know,
Thank Ged I'm net i any way responsible for that part
of this misfortune! [ only know that Olga Tcherny
wrote the play, As to her motives in doing so, I am at
aloss. Butif [ thought she used my house, violated my
hospitality it the expiens of one of my guests, to serve
some private end, T woul! The good lady grew red
in the face, and then controlling herself for & moment,
“1 would find some means of getting her the punishment
he deseeved,  Hermia Challoner wis there,” she went
on quickly.  *Her appearinoe wis marked, She Inoked
i1, and left the house hefore supper. You were invited
too, My, Markham, if vou will remembers but wethd
not come. | eonfess 'm ot 'my wits” ends. | will not
question you, AT sk is your advice.”

Markham raised his head and looked her in the eyes
for o full moment, much distressed at her po-
itien, and the friendliness of Her lovk was all that could

she wa

e desired,  He hesitated i moment, weighing his duty
with his inclingtion.  What was the best for Hermin?

How could he serve her?  How builid & bulwark to dike
the flood of sdindal that threatened her in her flight?
A lie? Obviously thit wou do: for Mrs, Hammond
believed! in him,  Amd the story hagd gone too far, was
tons dinbalic in ite aceuracy, for a flat dena] without ex-
planation,  The truths
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Normandy, entirely by chance. I was doing the coup.
trv afoot, as is my custom in summer.  Her muachine wag
destroyed in an accident. She was alone. | asked her
to' go with me, She accepted my invitation, [t wye
mad of me to ask her, mad of her to accept; but she dig
accept.  We were together more than a week, travedj
afoot by day, sleeping in the open when the weathe
was fine and indoors when [ could find a room for }w:
I had moments of inquietude at my responsibility; for
I had done wrong in letting her go with me. She Wi
a chilid and trusted me. 1 began by being amused, |
ended by— Good God! Mrs. Hammond, I loved—]
worshiped her! T eouldn't have harmed her—she was
cacred to me—and 15 now. You must understand
that.”

His hostess” expression, which had grown grave during
this recital, relaxed a httle. *I think 1 under-tand, My
Markham. I am keenly mterested. Where dues U]g;
Tcherny come in?”

Her question bothered him. He thought for a me
ment, and then went on, deliberately postponing a
reply.

UR relations were clearly established from the first
We had met hefore, vou know, carlier in the ﬁum:
mer, and [ had visited at Westport.  She hked and un.
derstood me, and was sensible enough to tell me s
and [ —she attracted me curiously. [ had alway limj
a salitary sort of existence, She simply ynored my
prejudices and overrode them.  She mnvided my lfe
and took it by storm. She was like the wden eas
priceioso after the large in a symphony.  She wie Youth
and Joy, and she got into my blood like in 1
lowvedd Heor for all the things she was that | was not; bt
[ did not tell her su—not then, [ hid my secret; for
1 knew that if she guessed 1t would make a diference to
us both.”
He ratsed his head and went on more rapidly, “We
joined a company of strolling mountebank '

ws—ahy that
was trae enough—and went with them as ror as Alen
gon.  Hermia—DMiss Challoner—was a Dan Urchestre
and [ a ‘hghtning’ artist.  We made our vy in thai
wav, It was quite wonderful how she pliy conder
ful how she forgot what she was, how she beoame what
I wanted her to be, un earthling among carthlings,
With them she lived in poverty and discomfi o learned
the meaning of weanness, and felt the pinch myger,”
He smiled. *1 suppose you wonder why 'm tling yoy
all this, Mrs. Hammond, 1 wanted vou to erstand
sust what the pilgrimage was, how little it i coms
mon with—with what yvou have heard the o people
saving.”

“1 know, Mr. Markham., 1 understand,” <he said
gently. Her eves softenwd, and she looked pot him as
though back through a vistu of the “It was
Romance—the true Romancel™ she “She
borrowed @ week from Immortality— toe she

might be herself, She was free from this thralldom—

free!”

“She worked hard,” he went on after a monnt, “and
she varned what money she made.  And s I. But

I was bothered. My sins were pursuing e
we saw on the road a man Miss Challiner ke
at Alvneon—"

“Olga Toherny?™ asked Mrs, Hammond |

Markham paused, looked bevond her, and went op,

4 And at Alengon, when we were giving o porformance,
ine [ knew appeared and recognized me. Need I
ton names?”

“Not if yvou prefer to be silent. And 1
Joudpre?™

tine day

met, and

unting

. Wi fled from Alengon it anid rok réfuge
from the rain tn a house in the forest.  Mass Clilloner
was dead tired.  We had been up since sun: 0 we

stayed there, thinking ourselves =afe.  Bulin the mom-
ing—" He paused.
Mrs. Hammend bad rizen an
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